On the whole, the story they tell is a depressing one, largely because they concentrate on the construction and deployment of knowledge rather than on individuals' reaction to it. The latter could often be creative and imaginative. For example, dire warnings against contraception could be used to glean knowledge of how to employ it. Tracts against homosexuality were useful for homosexually inclined people to comfort themselves that they were not the only such individuals in the world. Porter and Hall, however, pay more attention to the propagandists than the propagandized, for perfectly sound reasons, for they generally set the terms of the debate. And by and large the discourse has been a fear-laden one. The Enlightenment naturalism of the eighteenth century may have encouraged a sexual libertinism for some, as the authors suggest; but at the expense of a fear of the masses, exploitation of women, and execration of the crime against nature, sodomy. By the nineteenth century, Porter and Hall suggest, in the wake of dire warnings of T.homas Malthus about overpopulation, the th'reat of venereal disease, and, at the end of the century, the fear of imperial decline, sexuality had become a zone of danger as well as pleasure. In the twentieth century, sexual progressivism and reformism, a long if often stretched tradition for two centuries, often became an ally of a new norm (for example, of compulsory heterosexuality) whilst attempting to combat a widespread ignorance about, and fear of, the most basic sexual activities.
So the book wams against a neat sexual Whiggism, a teleology which sees a long march from darkness into light. At the same time, Porter and Hall engage in a constant dialogue with the work of Michel Foucault, whose The history of sexuality is the most polemically brilliant challenge to teleological thinking about sexuality. Yes, we must reject a naturalistic approach to sexuality; certainly, we need to challenge the worst excesses of those who see the nineteenth century as a period of sexual darkness: certainly we must explore the relationship between sexuality and power. Yet, there was, they suggest, a real darkening of the sexual climate in the Victorian period ( (paperback 0-521-48378-6) .
In this carefully written book, Joan Cadden explores ideas about differences between males and females in medical and natural philosophical texts composed between the late eleventh and fourteenth centuries. It is a wellgrounded historical study with a feminist edge: the author is alert to asymmetries and inequalities in the discussion of sex difference and to misogynist exploitations of scientific material. Cadden acknowledges at the outset that sex difference was not a category per se in the many leamed Latin texts she treats; pertinent observations, however, occur in many situations, and these suggest the co-existence of multiple models of masculinity and femininity in the Middle Ages. The author, admirably scrupulous about preserving ambiguities and complications, routinely seeks to situate articles of natural historical information and the texts in which they appear in the broadest possible intellectual and institutional contexts.
In Part I, treating 'Seeds and pleasures', Cadden adopts a chronological structure and surveys ideas about the contributions of male and female in conception and the relation of male and female sexual pleasure to reproduction; she discusses the adoption and adaptation of ancient Greek ideas in early, medieval medical compilations, in monastic writings of the eleventh/twelfth century (Constantine the African, Hildegard of Bingen, William of Conches), and in university texts of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. In Part II, concerning 'Sex difference and the construction of gender', Cadden organizes her heterogeneous material in categories, devoting chapters to feminine and masculine types, to sterility and to sexual abstinence. In the first, Cadden shows that complexion was fundamental in distinguishing female from male and pursues the ramifications of the idea that "the coldest man is warmer than the warmest woman"; she goes on to examine ideas about the generation of Adam and Eve ("creation") and the generation of a boy child and a girl child ("procreation"), to conclude with an interesting investigation of slippages in binary definitions: masculine women, feminine men and hermaphrodites.
As she explores connections between natural philosophical notions (sex) and understandings of sex difference in religious and lay culture (gender), Cadden finds it convenient to keep
